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Cartographic Illustrating
in the Language Arts Classroom
D.

ARTICLE BY GLORIA

NIXON•JOHN

Much of what I do in the classroom is
the direct result of some self-help technique I designed to work my way
through difficult material. That is, many
of my teaching ideas came more from
my personal struggles or experiences
than from my exposure to educational
theory. Such is the case of the unit I will
call "Cartographic lliustrating."
My own use of this type of illustrating
started when I was a student at Wayne
State University struggling with, as well

as reveling in, a poem entitled "Crossing
The Bar" by Alfred Lord Tennyson.
Because I was an English major, I took
pride and comfort in doing well in my literature classes. Most of my academic
frustrations came usually in my science
or math classes. Yet, "Crossing The Bar"
made little sense to me.
Out of my frustration to understand
the poem so that I could write about it,
some need to visualize the poem led me
to attempt to draw it. More simply, I
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drew a bar (a thick line across a piece of
white paper) and wrote in, or illustrated,
the various concepts in the poem with
regard to the "bar". (Alfred Lord
Tennyson must be tossing in his 19th
century grave!) What resulted from this
simple effort was my ability to "visualize" the work which, in turn, allowed me
to have a starting point for understanding as well as discussion. And while the
insights I gleaned from my drawing may
not have led me to the same insights the
critics have shared over the years, it did
provide insights and did give me a starting point!
Based on my own experiences with
classic literature, it should not have
been a surprise when my eleventh grade
students seemed perplexed as I read the
first few pages of Nathaniel Hawthorne's
The Scarlet Letter to them. In these
pages, Hawthorne describes the opening
scenes for his drama. ("A throng of
bearded men ... in front of a wooden
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

edifice ... the virgin soil ... etc., etc.")
When I looked up from the text nearly
teary-eyed over the beauty and precision
of the passages to see the bewildered
faces of my students, I wanted to
scream. Instead, I turned to the board
and proceeded to draw in less than
esthetically pleasing stick-like figures
(which inadvertently broke the more
serious tone of the dilemma), a prison, a
road in front of the prison, a cemetery
off to one side, etc., until I had a visual
representation of the opening scene. I
then turned to my students and said,
"Take out a piece of paper and draw
your own version of the opening scenes
of this novel. Put in as much detail as
you can." They were surprised by my
request but very willing to draw. They
seemed relieved, in fact.
After letting them read/draw for about
twenty minutes, I decided to open the
floor to discussion and criticism of my
drawing on the board.
26

VOLUME

28, No. 2 •

WINTER

1995

Wigwag magazine, readers are invited to
send in a Rand McNally-like drawing of
"where they are now and where they
have been". Some of their drawings
nearly encompass the globe, others
focus on a community or neighborhood.
The August 1990 issue of Wigwag featured a map-like drawing of New York
City and a brief written explanation of
the drawing that begins "My life occurs
almost entirely within the parameters of
zip code 10019". (Bayer, 1990, p. 80)
The discovery of Wigwag led me to
ask my students to draw maps of their
life or maps of a period in their lives. I
move from having them do life maps to
asking them to draw a scene in a work
of their own fiction. (I have also started
collecting unconventional maps in order
to show my students some options in
terms of cartographic illustrating. I collect National Geographic maps, maps of
gardens, zoos, cities, subway systems,
etc.)
When asked to map one of the scenes
in his science fiction piece, one of my
students set out to map the extra-planetary travels of his character, Dr. Z. As a
result, he came up with several research
questions that he had to attend to before
he could proceed with the work To
begin with, he needed to revisit a map of
the solar system.
In her remarkable work entitled,
"Growing Up Creative," Teresa M.
Amabile tells us that there are three
important ingredients for creativity. She
says, "A child's creativity in any domain
will depend on three things: 1) skill in
the domain, 2) creative working and
thinking skills, and 3) intrinsic motivation." Amabile goes on to explain that
"Some elements of creativity are in-born;
some depend on learning and experience; and some depend on social environment." (Amabile, 1989, p. 35)
If we look more specifically at intrinsic motivation ( or the desire to do something for it's own sake) and break it

"What is wrong with my picture?" or
"How is your picture different from
mine?" was my first question.
And this question lead to my next
question which was,
"Why is your picture different from
mine?"
The responses I got were amazing!
"Hawthorne said the road had deep
ruts in it ... your road looks new, flat,"
one student blurted.
"Show me ... where does it say that,
what page?" I inquired, pointing to my
battered text of the work
Suddenly they were discussing the
opening scene with enthusiasm and
were making references to the text in
front of them as well!
"I think the rosebush goes here," one
student insisted. "In my drawing, it is
closer to the prison door."
"Where are the weeds? You didn't
draw weeds," another blurted as she
held up her drawing pictured here.
"Come up here and show me ... fix
my drawing," I suggested.
I ended the hour with the question
"Why do you suppose Nathaniel
Hawthorne put the cemetery, rosebush,
etc., where he did in the opening scenes
of this book?"
I then suggested to my students that
they do ajoumal write in which they
make some guesses with regard to the
reasons for placement. I also suggest
that they may want to compare their
guesses to their more informed insights
after reading the novel.
"At least think about it ... ," I said.
"Just think about it. That's all I ask for
now."
This all happened years ago, but just
recently "cartographic illustrating" has
made it's way into my creative writing
classroom, too. Specifically in the area
of fiction writing. I have Wigwag magazine to thank for the prompting of this
idea (a magazine no longer available).
On the next to last page of each issue of
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